Abstract
Introduction
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), interpersonal violence is one of the main causes of morbidity and mortality among young people in the world. The WHO notes, however, that researchers and clinicians have found very incomplete answers to important questions about the causes of this violence and the ways to counter it: what motivates young people to inflict serious physical injuries, even fatal, to their family members or from their community? What drives parents to psychological or physical violence that may permanently affect the future of their own children? What are the personal, interpersonal or environmental factors which explain such violence? How could we reduce the prevalence of mental and physical disorders associated to the trauma of violence? 1 According to an analysis of the economic impacts, violence is very expensive in terms of health services and social services and these costs appear outrageous when considering that usually the responses concerning violence damage are ineffective. 2 To face the serious consequences of violence and the failures of our interventions, we should therefore readjust an often moralizing theory of the problem and revise repressive solutions which aim mostly to flush out and punish the guilty ones. Following WHO's guidelines, we propose here to consider violence as a public health issue, which would broaden the analysis of strictly individual causes to observable and modifiable determinants of the person-environment process related to violence.
More precisely, in this article, for better understanding and fighting against the negative effects of violence, we propose to make a review of the studies that emphasize precisely the person-environment processes called « proximal », which are observed more frequently in the family. Those proximal processes are indeed considered as the motor of human development, because they trace the differentiated course of the skills acquisition or the dysfunctions over the challenges posed by the environment. 3 One of the best known processes to understand specifically the acquisition of social skills in young people or, instead, the dysfunctions related to interpersonal violence, is the one of parent-child attachment. We will see that the link of attachment which binds in a particular way a child to an adult, usually the mother, could be a key for the comprehension of interpersonal violence and, therefore, for the strategy to promote a peaceful social environment. For a better comprehension we use, throughout this text, the term 'mother-child' attachment for two reasons.
First, since the attachment relationship characterizes neither the mother nor the child, but rather the quality of the process between them, we then labeled this relationship as 'mother-child'. Second, =we know that any adult attentive on a regular basis to the needs of the baby during the first year of life may become the main attachment figure, but this person usually is the mother.
The adult-young relationship and violence
There is a growing conviction among researchers and stakeholders that youth violence is often a result of the absence, or the disturbance, or even the disruption of significant relationships with adults. [4] [5] Moreover, research on populational samples concludes almost consensually that adults strongly contribute to youth's social integration thanks to: a) the creation of a sense of confidence in the self and in others, b) the development of required skills to deal with life in society, such as the regulation of emotions or the empathy and c) the development of required cognitive skills to deal with the complex world of school and work, as planning and paying attention to the task, etc. 6 This research promptly admits that a young person is an active agent in its own development, but it also points out that the adult's role is central, either by the importance of resources that he/she may offer to the young people or because of his/her social responsibility with them.
Knowledge mainly concerns the role of parents (much frequently the mother) in the normal course of youth, but we know few things about the protective effect of adults, for example, on the persistence or abandonment of a violent career. The features of this «protective effect of adults» are so little defined that it is still hard to teach the principles and the proficiency of this effect to parents, students or professionals concerned with the needs of violent young people or the assaulted ones. How to establish a significant relationship with a young person and an adult? Does this relationship have the same nature as it is experienced with a parent, teacher, doctor or social worker? Is it the kind of supervising, the quality of models offered to youth or rather the relationships between adults and young based on confidence that count? The mother-child attachment theory may have answers to some of these questions.
Mother-child attachment and violence
The attachment theory has succeeded, over the last fifty years, in characterizing the fundamental relationship established between the parent and his/her child. 7, 8 These long-term works have inspired protocols of family evaluation and intervention, which are now well proven for youth social integration. 9 For example, the attachment theory teaches students and professionals that we must distinguish the concept of interaction from the concept of relationship, because this last one reflects somehow the history of interactions between parent and child. This experience would better organize future parent-child interactions, that is to say, it lays relational schemes called 'internal-working model (IWM)' that the growing child tends to generalize to other social partners such as teachers, friends, working colleagues, lovers, etc. It also teaches that the implementations of the theory are successful when it comes to simulate relationships between babies and their parents or with adoptive parents or teachers. Yet, experiences on the implementation of the attachment theory with violent young people are still in deployment, which requires a consolidation of the university-community expertise in order to ensure the implementations that reflect on advanced research in this field. Despite the limitation, here are some evidences that can inspire programs to stimulate a quality motherchild relationship in favor of more peaceful societies:
The parent-child attachment is a proximal process Sustained interactions with an attentive adult enable the infant's genotype to deploy in a maximized phenotype for a better adaptation to different physical and social environments. The adult role in this stage of the child's life consists in decoding and responding to his/her attachment behaviors (crying, smiling, grabbing, crawling). Thanks to phylogenesis in humans, attachment behaviors rarely change from a child to another: the survival of the newborn depends indeed a lot on these behaviors to trigger the proximity and care of an adult. What vary are the parental answers to these demands of care and protection according to psychological of the caregiver, his/her family and social conditions. The mother-child attachment, or the product of the attachment behaviors and the parental answer, develops early in the child's life; that is an opportunity because this experience may leave a lasting mark. Decades of research findings suggest that in case of parental care default a quick intervention is necessary and that a support to helpless parents in front of the attachment behaviors of the infant could prevent unfavorable conditions for the child's physical and mental health.
Parental sensitivity
Parental sensitivity is characterized by quick, stable and consistent answers to demands of care and protection demonstrated by the child. 10 The infant's needs do not require expensive investments or complex cognitive, social or emotional interactions. Actually, a stable and careful response is enough, even minimal, to requests of proximity, food, warmth of the baby. In this sense, parental contribution to the attachment system is relatively simple and it seems affordable for most of the adults. This does not mean that parents are able to offer these minimal conditions in all circumstances. For example, the instability of care is more common when parents must work out of the family's environment, and when it forces them to entrust the baby care to substitutes. Several research data, although controversial, suggest that submitting a low-age child to extended services of substitute care could cause a negative effect on his/her development, especially if that consists in exposing the child to multiple attachment figures and, consequently, unstable ones. 11 In any of these results, studies show a consensus on the definition of parental sensitivity, that is to say, on what is minimally necessary for the infant's full development. This gives us good targets for the promotion of maternal sensitivity and security base that such care provides to young children.
The child's confidence in self and others and exploration abilities are positive consequences of maternal sensitivity. More recent studies suggest also gains for the child at the level of neurological maturation, but most of the corpus of the attachment theory emphasizes primarily its advantages in socioaffective terms. 6 Precisely, we observe that fast, stable and consistent maternal answers to the child's attachment behaviors enables him/her to find in this experience a balance towards this attachment system that provides him/her some security, but also in the system of the exploration behavior. The activation of these two systems and their balance occur throughout life, but more easily observed in a 12 to 18 months child, a stage of development in which the bond with the mother is stabilized and the child still expresses the need of a safety base to face the world around him/her. For example, the infant will actively seek for the presence of his/her mother (also called 'secure base') when in a potentially dangerous situation for him/her (a situation that triggers off the attachment system), then, instantly reassured in contact with his/her mother (that triggers off the exploration system), we will see him/her back and enthusiastic to activities of exploration in the world of objects and people. According, in one hand, to the source and the intensity of discomfort and, on the other hand, the proximity of the secure base, the adjustment of these two behavior systems is called pattern of attachment. 12 This balance is in fact the expression of a behavioral regulation capacity driven by an internal-working model (IWM). IWM is a type of socio-emotional-cognitive scheme built from the early experience of the child in which a sensitive response to his/her needs makes him/her feel that the entourage is rewarding and predictable and that he/she deserves to be part of it. An IWM is relatively stable and it organizes the child behaviors for increasingly complex social challenges. For example, the attachment pattern described above wherein the infant finds a balance between the need of safety and needs of exploration (the 'secure attachment') is related to an IWM of which we can observe that, since preschool age, the child tends to trust peers and adults. The child exchanges straight off his/her personal and immediate needs for a partnership with an adult, which is favorable to the achievement of common and long term goals. The IWM of a secure mother-child attachment would be at the basis of the harmonious socialization process in humans.
Longitudinal studies conducted in several laboratories around the world are quite convincing about the advantages of the secure pattern of attachment (secure ~65% of the population) for the development of the child's social skills. Studies on several patterns of imbalance among behavior systems, one called anxious-avoidant (insecure-avoidant ~10% of the population) and the other anxious-resistant (or insecure-resistant ~5% of the population) are however more mixed as to their long-term negative impacts, but they seem to point out that these anxiogenic patterns would be associated with greater social difficulties in children, such as aggression and shyness, especially when they are combined with other conditions of risk such as poverty and parents divorce. Much clear however are findings concerning negative consequences on a child's mental health from an attachment pattern called disorganized (disoriented-disorganized, 10 to 15% of the population) found mostly in abusive families. 13 Briefly, long-term longitudinal studies demonstrate a higher risk of mental health problems and antisocial behaviors for young people and adults who established an insecure or disorganized attachment in childhood. Experimental or quasi-experimental studies reinforce, in addition, the idea of a causality between the quality of mother-child attachment and a variety of behaviors of social skills or, in contrast, antisocial behaviors in young people. These studies, which are in fact evaluations of stimulation programs of attachment during childhood, confirm that support services for young parents, usually limited to a few hours, could have a beneficial effect on the attachment link to short term and, consequently, on the child's social skills in longer term. 14 Those stimulation programs often take place in the child's first year of life and are usually composed by three parts: a) teaching the needs and development of the infant, for example, through activities of decoding the baby's signals; b) exchanging particular difficulties of the family's day to day; c) creating strategies to break down parents' isolation. 15 In short, in the field of developmental psychology, the accuracy and robustness of these results suggest that promoting a secure mother-child attachment relationship could contribute to a strategy of public health which aims for promoting youth's skills that are necessary for a peaceful social life.
Conclusions
Research on mother-child attachment is encouraging for a better understanding of the social skill development among young people and also for better actions to reduce the damage of interpersonal violence in the family and the community. These studies suggest that simple interventions with young parents would promote a secure mother-child attachment and would help to build in the child the schemes (IWM) required for his/her social integration in longer term. The infant who experiences a grateful and predictable environment builds an IWM that coordinates, throughout his/her development, the awareness of others' point of view and the establishment of cooperative strategies for solving interpersonal issues and achieving common goals.
Another significant advantage of the stimulation programs of attachment is that parents reported to feel less depressed, less stressed and more competent after their participation. 9 These are ingredients that contribute to hold positive effects of prevention on children themselves. It reminds that prevention must accomplish an empowerment philosophy which consists in entrusting parents to analyze their problems and also search for solutions. Therefore, it is important that parents come out bigger and better integrated into their communities as a result of their participation in prevention programs of interpersonal violence. These conclusions are not banal when we remember that research on the mother's role has very frequently led to interpretations to make mothers feel guilty. Works on the implementation of the attachment theory have always advocated instead that any mature person may become an attachment figure for the child and that family and environmental aspects would determine the relationship that takes shape between an adult and a child.
Though we know that other adults besides the mother can play supplementary and complementary roles for social integration of young people, science has, on the other hand, little to say for characterizing this kind of relationship. To validate the notion of «relationship» between «non-parents» adults and young people, it would probably be necessary to rely on other theories' contribution and other disciplines than developmental psychology. For example, several studies in human ethology, in education and clinical psychology have already leaned on notions such as the relationship of father-child activation, 16 the educational 'teacher-student' 17 relationship or on the therapist-young alliance 18 ; so many relationships to create without which social learning would lead to superficial gains for young people. However, the potential execution of these research fields is not an easy pathway to achievement. 19 For the moment, we must especially rely on the strength of mother-child attachment theory to promote more peaceful interpersonal relationships.
Violence is a complex phenomenon and it would be too audacious to conclude that an intervention of a few hours offered to young parents could overcome decades, or even centuries, of violent cultures. We shall mention the possibility that the most merciless violence could be the result of social inequalities fueled by ignorant institutions or who despise the population's needs. What should be the point of view and responsibility of public health proponents face to the possibility of this institutional violence? Most of the stimulation programs of mother-child attachment include accompanying components with the aim of countering eventual effects of social exclusion for parents and their children. But, those efforts could be seriously compromised by institutional abuse and research does not enlighten us much about the real hope of public health interventions in this context. The authors of this paper defend that parents can protect their children from ambient aggressions by providing, despite everything, the resources minimally necessary for the child.
Unveiled by science, we believe that the process of mother-child attachment provides to parents, health stakeholders and social services a lever to prevent the negative effects of interpersonal violence. We believe it is our role as a researcher, clinician, or community member to be part of this wide range of resources available for the parent to protect their child.
